The Ecological Fallacy in Comparative and International Education Research: Discovering More From TIMSS Through Multilevel Modeling by May, Henry et al.
University of Pennsylvania
ScholarlyCommons
GSE Publications Graduate School of Education
3-2003
The Ecological Fallacy in Comparative and
International Education Research: Discovering
More From TIMSS Through Multilevel Modeling
Henry May
University of Pennsylvania
Erling E. Boe
University of Pennsylvania, boe@gse.upenn.edu
Robert Boruch
University of Pennsylvania, robertb@gse.upenn.edu
Follow this and additional works at: http://repository.upenn.edu/gse_pubs
Part of the Education Commons
This paper is posted at ScholarlyCommons. http://repository.upenn.edu/gse_pubs/410
For more information, please contact repository@pobox.upenn.edu.
Recommended Citation
May, H., Boe, E. E., & Boruch, R. (2003). The Ecological Fallacy in Comparative and International Education Research: Discovering
More From TIMSS Through Multilevel Modeling. CRESP Research Report, Retrieved from http://repository.upenn.edu/gse_pubs/
410
The Ecological Fallacy in Comparative and International Education
Research: Discovering More From TIMSS Through Multilevel Modeling
Abstract
The ecological fallacy is the assumption that empirical relationships observed at the group level generalize to
individuals within the groups, and vice versa, without empirical evidence supporting this assumption. When
international data are analyzed, relationships can be uncovered not only at the student or school-levels, but
also at the national-level. And the factors that explain differences between nations do not necessarily provide
any information about the relationships between schools or students within those nations, or vice versa. Using
data from TIMSS, several examples illustrating this point are presented, and the implications for comparative
education research are discussed.
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Abstract 
The ecological fallacy is the assumption that empirical relationships observed at the group 
level generalize to individuals within the groups, and vice versa, without empirical evidence 
supporting this assumption. When international data are analyzed, relationships can be uncovered 
not only at the student or school-levels, but also at the national-level. And the factors that explain 
differences between nations do not necessarily provide any information about the relationships 
between schools or students within those nations, or vice versa. Using data from TIMSS, several 
examples illustrating this point are presented, and the implications for comparative education 
research are discussed. 
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